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ABOUT 35 YEARS AGO a young inexperienced and very nervous student entered
Wards 1 and 2 of the Royal Victoria Hospital, Belfast, as resident pupil. The same
student - I hope I am still capable of learning - stands before you this evening and
hopes you will receive him as graciously as Professor W. W. D. Thomson did on
that occasion. He shook my hand and welcomed me as a new member of his
team. This was all the more unexpected because of what I had experienced in the
previous month in a surgical ward where, as resident pupil, that lowest form of
hospital life, I had been treated no worse, I suppose, than I deserved. In contrast
15to that, W.D., whom we remember much as in figure 1, seemed to regard me as
essential in the care and treatment of his patients. He cast on me a mantle of
responsibility which really did not fit and at the same time inspired me to try and
grow into it. I did not know then, and have only realised since attempting this
appreciation, that this was part of the genius of the man.
Some 13 years previously, when still under 40 years of age, at the annual ceremony
of the opening of the session he had addressed the students of the Royal Victoria
as equals. The text has been lost, and all we have is the report in the Belfast News
Letter of 16th October, 1924, and I quote from that report, "He weloomed the
students to a life of study. In fact all members and would-be members were fellow
students in the medical profession and there was no appreciable interval between
the teacher and the taught, both were in the same class, the one a little more
advanced than the other."
That short month was my only close contact with Professor Thomson as he
then was. I attended his classes and clinics and was examined by him in at least
one of the prize examinations in final year, but to him I could only have been one
of a very large class. Therefore you will note that I have no qualifications at all
for the task which I have undertaken and I am very conscious that what I say and
the manner in which I say it, cannot hope to emulate the obituary notices and
memorial addresses which appeared and were given after his death in 1950. Those of
you who have read these tributes by Dr. R. S. Allison, Dr. J. T. Lewis, Prof. Sir John
Biggart and others, will realise that I am not attempting the impossible task of
copying them, but some here to-night may be stimulated to look at these tributes
in the British Medical Journal, Lancet, Queen's University Record and Munk's Roll.
However, the reason I have undertaken the task will become apparent as the story
unfolds.
EARLY LIFE
It begins in 1885, when the wife of Dr. William Thomson, the dispensary doctor
in Anahilt, gave birth to her first son and fourth child, about twelve years after
the youngest of three daughters had been born. He was named William Willis
Dalziel, William after his father, Willis and Dalziel after two of his father's brothers.
In the late 19th century a Mr. Harty was organist of Hillsborough Parish Church.
He used to visit Anahilt Dispensary to teach music to the Thomson girls. He
travelled by pony and trap, often being driven by his son, afterwards the world
famous Herbert Hamilton Harty. Bertie Harty and Willie Thomson played together
while the girls made music. Their friendship was renewed many years later
during one of Hamilton Harty's visits to Belfast, and thereafter Harty made 25
University Square his Belfast headquarters. It is very appropriate that the Hamilton
Harty Room is just opposite what should now be called Thomson House.
After a period in the local primary school, W.D. went to Campbell College and
was a bright scholar, being awarded exhibitions in at least Preparatory and Junior
Grades. He had every intention of proceeding to university when tragedy struck the
family. His father got up from a bed of illness to attend a patient and was himself
struck down with pneumonia which in those days was more than just the old man's
friend - it was still a very dangerous and even fatal illness for younger people, and
it proved fatal in this instance.
16UNIVERSITY CAREER
A university career seemed to be impossible - no Welfare State, no education
grants - and but for the foresight and confidence of the Headmaster of Campbell
there would have been no university career. He was convinced that Willie would
be able to maintain himself at Queen's College by bursaries and scholarships. He
inspired Mrs. Thomson with the same faith, which was justified in 1907 when
W.D. graduated from the Royal University of Ireland with First Class Honours,
and with the Dunville Studentship and Senior Scholarship, all of which are
commemorated in a signet ring which his mother gave him. It is inscribed on the
inside with B.A., D.S., S.S., Q.C.S., 1907. It is the only thing he took from his
mother during his undergraduate years. We do not know if the ring was made
specially for the occasion or whether it had belonged to his father, but the crest,
a buck's head, with the motto "Industria Murus" meant a lot to W.W.D. It is the
crest of one branch of the Scottish Thomsons. Note the absence of a "p" which
signifies that he was a son of the Scottish Tom and at times he became quite
annoyed if a Sassenach origin were suggested by the insertion of a "p". Many years
after this, W.D. used the same crest and the crests of his beloved university and
city for the design of the leaded lights he had installed in his consulting suite at
25 University Square. "Industria Murus" - "Industry is a protection" or "hard
work is my defence". Certainly W.W.D. had plenty of that because for three years
of his student career he helped to support himself by teaching Botany in both
Victoria College and Princess Gardens School, in the latter of which his sister,
Mrs. Duncan, was headmistress. He also found time to take a fuill part in student
activities; and every Society he joined, elected him, or tried to elect him to high
office. As early as 1905 he was on the Committee of the Belfast Medical Students
Association, and became senior secretary for 1907/8, and in the same year was
representative of the Students Representative Council to the Fifth Annual Congress
of the British University Students. He was also Secretary of the P'ublications
Committee of the S.R.C. This Committee was responsible for the monthly appear-
ance of the College Magazine, Q.C.B., and one would have expected that the
following year he would have become Chairman of Committee and Editor of the
Magazine, but instead he became President of the S.R.C., a position which carried
with it membership of the Senate of the University, which Queen's C.ollege had now
become. Times have changed, now, I believe, the Presidency of the S.R.C. is a paid
full-time appointment, but he took it in his stride as a part-time office.
In 1907 higher education in Ireland was being reorganised and of course the
country was in a turmoil politically. Many changes were suggested and a big debate
was mounted by the S.R.C. to discuss the proposal that "A National University is
desirable for Ireland." W.D. was chosen to be their spokesman and his arguments
in favour of the dis-establishment of Dublin University and making Trinity College
a constituent college of a new National University are interesting. He quoted the
maxim "Dublin University is for the classes, the Royal for the masses". He
stated that Roman Catholics and Nonconformists were virtually excluded from
Trinity and anything less than amalgamation would perpetuate the battle of Trinity
versus the rest, which was just one aspect of the battle of the Church of Ireland
versus the rest. In fact, he said, "an amalgamation would be a contribution to unity
17and concord in this distracted land of ours, and would be the first step to lead us
into the paths of peace." However, the audience did not think much of this and
an amendment that Dublin University be preserved was carried by 34 to 28. But
such are the vagaries and inconsistencies of the Irish character that when this was
put as a substantive motion, it was lost by 30-44.
The only association in which he refused to take office was the Christian Union
and in later life he regretted that, by refusing office, he had supported the puritanical
belief that a person could not be a Christian and enjoy a bottle of beer, as he did.
His enquiring mind made acceptance of many dogmas difficult, if not impossible,
but in spite of, or perhaps because of this, he was basically a man of faith, in the
same manner as his Presbyterian forbears.
One would think that all those student activities were enough for any one
person, but in addition he took a leading part in the Great Fete of 1907, in which
the gentry and nobility of the province joined in organising a four-day sale for the
Athletic Field Fund. One duchess, two marchionesses, four countesses, two
viscountesses, and thirteen ladies were involved in running the stalls, and almost
£3,000 was raised. If W.D. had to act as mediator between such distinguished
ladies he had a hard time, but equalily he had an opportunity for acquiring the
charm and diplomacy which became characteristic in later life.
Industria Murus - certainly he lived up to it. In 1911 he graduated M.B., with
First Class Honours, but graduation did not stop his thirst for knowledge or his
brilliant achievements; 1912, D.P.H.; 1913, B.Sc. with First Class Honours; 1916,
M.D. with Gold Medall; 19,18, M.R.C.P., to be followed later, of course, by
F.R.C.P. I thought that giants had died out with Goliath or Finn McCool, but
W.D. was a giant, physically, intellectually, morally - in every way. He had all thp
gifts and made use of them. Genius is said to be 90 per cent perspiration and 10
per cent inspiration and he certainly worked hard for all his attainments.
After qualifying he visited Dublin, London, Budapest and Paris, where he worked
with Widal on the problems of nephritis. One of his early papers, based on this
work, demonstrated that correlation of blood urea levels with urinary excretion of
urea could be a help in prognosis. One sentence reads, "The patient empties his
bladder completely; quarter of an hour afterwards about forty cubic centimetres
of blood are taken, either by venous puncture or by cupping". Cupping evidently
was still being practised in 1914. I, for one, had no idea that such vast amounts of
blood could be taken by such means.
MARRIAGE AND WAR SERVICE
About this time he spent a year as Resident Medical Officer in Purdysburn
Fever Hospital; an elegant young man and eligible bachelor. While there he
contracted scarlet fever and was extremely ill, but no doubt he was well looked
after by the beautiful nurses, with whom, I am sure, he was a favourite patient.
But if any had matrimonial designs they were frustrated, because in 1914 he married
his first love, Josephine Barron, whom he had met when she was helping at the
Great Fete of 1907. Now 65 years later she is still mentally brisk and active, and I
am indebted to her for much of the information I am giving tonight. Her father,
18Humphrey Barron, J.P., a well known Belfast business man, always regarded W.D.
as his best investment.
After the honeymoon, planned for Spain, but spent in Ireland because of the
deteriorating international situation, they returned to set up house in 25 University
Square, which was their home for 36 years, and is now the office of the Dean
of the Faculty, and appropriately the Health Centre for the University, and is still
the home of Lady Thomson.
The best man was Dr. McCloy, a friend and contemporary but much older,
having been a teacher before embarking on the study of medicine. His present to
the young coutple was a print of Fildes' famous painting "The Doctor". It hung
in University Square for 57 years, and is now in B.M.A. House, Belfast - a gift
from Lady Thomson to the profession. W.D. had this painting in the hallway
where he could see it and be reminded daily of its message, which is much more
required by us than by him or the doctors of his generation. In this era of
scientific medicine we are apt to forget compassion. Balint reminds us that "The
doctor is the medicine", and even if we do not believe it for ourselves there is
no doubt that 50 years ago it was true. The best bedside manner is the sincere
compassion there portrayed, although there was nothing practical the doctor could
do for the dying child.
TIhe painting had more than an aesthetic and ethical interest in the Thomson
household because there was a family tradition that the doctor portrayed was Sir
William Gowers who was a very distant relative by marriage. The family tree is
long and I hope the folilowing facts will suffice. In the eighteenth century, James
Thomson, of Kilmarnock, after a university education, became a prominent business
man, editor of the Ayrshire Miscellany, and a staunch supporter of the Hanoverian
dynasty. His son, also James, came to Ulster in 1830 to minister to a congregation
of the "Original Seceders" in Ballynahinch, and moved to the Presbyterian Church
in Magherally in 1840. His son, Dr. William, who settled in Anahilt, married
Elizabeth, daughter of Rev. T. McGregor Greer, of Anahilt, whose grand-niece,
Kit, married Sir Ernest Gowers, son of Sir William Gowers, portrayed in the
painting. Sir Ernest Gowers was the author of the famous guide to good English -
"Plain Words" - and Sir William, an early neurologist is remembered in Gowers'
tract.
Soon after marriage W.D. joined the Army and was chosen by Sir Almroth
Wright, the most famous bacteriologist then living, to be part of his team at
Wimereux, investigating sepsis, nephritis and trench foot. The other members of the
team were Colebrook, Keith and Fleming. Wright was a Belfast man, but not a
Queen's man. He had introduced innoculation against typhoid fever and had hopes
of conquering other bacterial diseases by similar methods. The memtbers of the
team became lifelong friends and in fact had it not been for the friendships they
formed, W.D.'s life would have been much curtailed - but that is jumping too far
into the future.
In the same year, 1916, that he was awarded the M.D. with Gold Medal, his
wife presented him with a greater treasure, their only child - Humphrey Barron -
named after his maternal grandfather.
19THE YOUNG PROFESSOR
After the war, W.D. returned to civilian practice, first on the staff of the Mater
Hospital, to which he had been appointed in 1912, then as Assistant Physician to
the Royal Victoria Hospital from 1920-1924. He was appointed Professor of
Medicine in 1923, and a year later became Physician In Charge of Wards I and 2.
The inauguration of the new Professor by the students was in the traditional
manner; another victim at the same time was Professor Andrew Fullerton.
In 1924 he gave the address of welcome at the opening session. I have already
referred to part of this speech, but in it he also welcomed to the staff the late
J. A. Smyth, Robert Marshall and his own cousin Hardy Greer, who shares the
same physical features inherited in each case from the Rev. T. McGregor Greer.
The distinctive brow and nose are well seen in the photograph (Figure 2) of W.D.
introducing his patients to the Duchess of Gloucester in his beloved wards in the
Royal Victoria Hospital. The report in the News Letter is, of necessity, incomplete,
but apart from one grammatical infelicity probably gives a good impression of
W.D's. style. I quote, "Surgery had developed from a shambles, reeking with
blood and sepsis, horrors unspeakable, groping its antiseptic path through the mist
of carbolic spray to finally emerge into the brilliant aseptic anld life-saving scielnce
of the present day".
FIG. 2
Professor Thomson introducing his patients to the Duchess of Gloucester in the
Rova! Victorita Hospital, Belfacst
20Evidently he had a high opinion of his surgical colleagues but his own talents
and interests would not have advanced him far on a surgical path. Looking back
on his publications and judging them in the light of publication date, the only
mistake I can find is when with Doctor, later Sir Thomas Houston, he tried treating
surgical conditions such as onychia due to Bacillus coli. I quote, "A vaccine of
this micro-organism was administered and after the first dose of 21 million
immediate improvement set in and it was only necessary to administer a second
dose to secure a complete cure". Here the story might have ended, and even
today we might have agreed cause and effect - post hoc ergo propter hoc. But
another sentence is added, "Both nails were lost". W.D.'s love of truth must out
and, although he did not appreciate the curative effects of the nails coming off,
he did not suppress the evidence! Another branch of the Thomson family also has
a buck's head as its crest, but the motto is changed to "Honesty is the best Policy",
and this was a favourite proverb oft repeated in the Thomson household.
ILLNESS
A distinguished career for the brilliant young professor now seemed assured
but early in his professorship he was struck down by severe illness. It is now a
popular medical hobby to try and diagnose illnesses of the famous, or upset the
diagnoses previously made. No amount of research or questioning can alter the
fact that W.D. had a very grave illness with all the symptoms and signs of severe
ulcerative colitis, which had only been separated as a distinct entity from the
various dysenteries in the early years of this century.
In 1932 Crohn, Ginzberg and Oppenheimer described what is now known as
Crohn's disease, and I well remember the excitement in 1937 when Professor
Crymble diagnosed a case. Crohn's disease of the colon has only recently been
separated from ulcerative colitis and W.D's. case history would, I think be more in
keeping with Crohn's disease of the colon than ulcerative colitis. But whatever the
diagnosis, he was extremely ill. Appendicostomy, performed at great expense by a
famous London surgeon, proved unavailing. He was transferred to the New Lodge
Clinic under the care of the great Sir Arthur Hurst. Mrs. Thomson obtained
accommodation nearby and every week Alexander Fleming came to visit them
both and helped Mrs. Thomson shoulder this very heavy burden. Treatment in the
clinic seemed unavailing and W.D. became most unhappy and distressed. On
Fleming's advice - mediated through Thomas Houston - Sir Samuel Irwin, or S.T.
as he was then, was instrumental in bringing him home, as everyone thought, to
die. In fact he said goodbye to some of his friends, but the loving care of his wife
kept him alive. Gradually he improved and although he never regained his previous
vigour he was able to return to active work. When I was a student the fact that
W.D. had had ulcerative colitis was well known. Note the tense "had had"! Many
times before and after his treatment in the New Lodge Clinic he tried to resign
his professional chair but Sir Richard Livingstone, the Vice-Chancellor, would not
agree. His colleagues rallied round and did his duties for several years. In fact
W.D. was incapable of work for about four years and when he did return he
might have one solitary patient to see at an out-patient session.
Possibly at this time W.D. learned equanimity. Certainly he modelled his life
21and conduct on his hero - the author of Aequanimitas - another William, born in
the Canadian outback but famous throughout the world - famous more for what
he got others to achieve than for what he personally added to scientific medicine,
and of course famous also as a clinical teacher. W.D's. copy of Osler's Textbook
of Medicine, now owned by Dr. John Weaver, shows how much time he spent
with Osler in spirit, although as he himself said, "My younger narrower path
never crossed his older wider orbit."
During his illness the Fellows and Members of this Society with a few ot(her
friends decided to show their appreciation of W.D's. worth and courage in adversity,
and pleasure at his improved health by subscribing a very considerable sum of
money with which a diamond ring for Mrs. Thomson and a silver tray were
purchased. The tray, which was given by Lady T1homson to the University in 1968,
was suitably inscribed and engraved with the signatures of the 140 donors including
Almroth Wright and Alexander Fleming (Figure 3). This presentation affected
W.D. very deeply and he vowed that in return he would try to do something to
honour the medical profession of Ulster, especially in the context of the Ulster
Medical Society. In 1937 his opportunity came when for his Presidential Address
he chose the subject - "Some Aspects of the Life and Times of Sir Hans Sloane".
FIG 3
The Thomson Tray
HANS SLOANE
Such was my ignorance at that time, that when I first heard W.D. talk about
"the man from Killyleagh", I thought he had gone mad. A poor boy from Killy-
leagh becoming the founder of the British Museum! It seemed incredible. It is
more correct to say that he willed the foundat,ion of that famou-s institution, but
what a fortune he must have amassed to be able to acquire such a collection.
The b,iographical sketch of Sir Hans Sloane is a wonderful document. I find it
far more readable and informative than other longer and more fullsome writings,
but there is one relmarkable vignette in the essay which had nothing to do with
22Sir Hans Sloane. This is the story of James Walker of Hillsborough who in 1718 in
the presence of Charles Seaton, dissenting minister of the Parish of Anahilt, was
born after 48 hours of impacted labour conducted by Dr. John Sedgwick "in which
parts of both arms had remained born and were so swollen by the contractive force
of the uterus that it was impracticable to replace them". The redoubtable
Dr. Sedgwick amputated both arms after dislocating them at the shoulders. He then
performed a version and delivered the child who surprised them all by crying.
The man-midwife then became surgeon and "sewed the wounds crossways, pulling
the muscular parts over the scapulae, producing little stumps." This armless man
became a horse dealer, and would ride 40 miles to a fair. He could dress and
comb a horse as well as any groom, holding the curry-comb between his chin and
shoulder.
This little story of the 18th century must have appealed to W.D. for three
reasons; first, the heroism and resourcefulness of the general practitioner in
mastering two frightful situations in rapid succession; secondly, the illustration of
how grit and determination can overcome an apparently insuperable disability -
reminiscent of how he had overcome his own ulcerative colitis or whatever illness
it was; and thirdly, the dissenting minister, Charles Seaton, who by his very
presence and consent, had shown his willingness to share responsibility if success
had not crowned the efforts of the general practitioner, was the predecessor of
W.D's. own grandfather in the pulpit of the Presbyterian Church of Anahilt.
There are two strange omissions in the story of Sir Hans Sloane. W.D. does not
mention that not only did Sloane bring back from Jamaica a collection of plants
but also the secret recipe for milk chocolate from which he must have earned a
considerable amount towards the £50,000 he considered he spent on forming the
collection which was the nucleus for the British Museum. Cadbury Bros. eventually
obtained the recipe and in the mid-nineteenth century used Sir Hans Sloane's
name as an advertising gimmick. W.D. also omits that Sloane apparently acquiesced
in the treatment of his niece by Mad Sally Mapp, the bone setter, who is portrayed
in the famous satire by Hogarth "The Undertakers". The Borough of Epsom
paid Sally Mapp a retainer of 300 guineas to ensure that she lived within the
Borough for one year because of the trade she encouraged by her very presence.
A guinea in those days bought a ton of coal, now it does not even buy a hundred-
weight! Sloane's neice was neither the first nor the last to be cured of sciatic
scoliosis by the ministrations of the unorthodox.
A portrait of Hans Sloane, painted by Stephen Slaughter in 1736, hangs in the
National Portrait Gallery, London. W.D. presented a copy of this, painted by
Clifford Hall, to this Society. It now hangs in B.M.A. House since the closure of
the Whitla Medical Institu-te.
THE THIRTIES
I suppose the thirties were the happiest time of W.D's. life. Success and
recognition had come - 1932, President of the Northern Ireland Branch of the British
Medical Association; in 1936, of the Irish Medical Schools Graduates' Association;
in 1937, of the Ulster Medical Society and of the Section of Medicine of the British
Medical Association at its meeting in Bel-fast. In 1939 he delivered his Lumleian
Lecture before the Royal College of Physicians, and his son Humphrey qualified.
23He rejoiced in the friendships of his colleagues, especially C. G. Lowry and R. J.
Johnston. When in trouble he would seek their advice which was always contra-
dictory. If a letter of complaint came or legal action was threatened, one would be
up in arms suggesting legal advice and carrying the fight to the enemy camp, while
the other would just advise "burn the letter." The pacific advice was always
accepted and such acceptance was never regretted.
He followed Osler's maxim - never laugh at a patient and rarely with him, but
he could laugh at himself. I remember him telling us about a visit he had from
a farmer and his wife. She had lost her voice - not from any local condition but
apparently she just refused to communicate. The general practitioner could do
nothing and she was referred to W.D. who could elicit no answer to any question.
She just sat on the chair and did nothing. W.D. then tried to examine her and lifted
her ankle length black skirt to test her knee jerks. She pushed the skirt down, stood
up and exclaimed, "Sowl, you're a boy! " and strode out of the room. I doubt if
any psychiatrist could cure schizophrenia as quickly today.
Another story which he loved telling was of an episode during finals when he
and Dr. Eileen Hickey were conducting a viva. It was at a time when the toxic
effects of tobacco, such as amblyopia and tremor, were a popular topic although
the relationship between smoking and carcinoma of the lung had not been
discovered. Dr. Eileen Hickey was doing her best to obtain a response from a
candidate who, like the schizophrenic patient, had been struck dumb. He had been
asked the causes of tremor and had managed to give one or two of the more
common, but inspiration failed. She repeated the question in a different format:
"Take a good look at Professor Thomson. If he developed a shaky hand, what
would you say was the probable cause?", at which W.D. blew a cloud of cigarette
smoke across the table. The unexpected response came - "senile decay". The poor
candidate never expected to pass, but W.D. must have ensured that justice was done
for another M.B. was let loose on an unsuspecting public.
But stupidity could bring out a different side of W.D. who did not suffer fools
gladly. From time to time he would bring out the slides made in France during
the First World War when working on war nephritis. After many years the stock
of slides diminished to one single irreplaceable, priceless relic, which was guarded
carefully and which no one else was allowed to touch. He was demonstrating it
to a class and carefully placed it on the stage of the microscope and focussed. The
students filed up and each was allowed to adjust the fine focussing screw. A stout
woman student sat down and grasped the coarse focus screw and with one
dexterous twist the objective was pushed right through the slide. What W.D. said
is unrepeatable but was very descriptive.
THE CLINICIAN
I have said that W.D. in the thirties gained fame and recognition - but for
what? There is no disease or sign called after him. No new concept came from his
fertile brain. He was a teacher, a scholar, a clinician - a great clinical teacher.
Some of his descriptions are still remembered by his former students, both for their
intrinsic worth, their literary style, and of course for the voice in which they were
spoken. A former student remembers the following words and almost the exact
24intonation in which they were spoken 45 years ago: "Pulsus alternans: the
anguished cry of the failing heart; once heard always strive to recognise, for it does
not often recur. A few weeks or at best a few months and then the picture closes".
I have been fortunate in that all the physicians I have had as colleagues in both
the Banbridge and North Down Hospital Groups, have borne the stamp of W.D.,
and are all great clinicians. Fortunately they are handing on his teaching and
example to a new generation, so that the wonderful advances of science and
technology can be applied correctly at the bedside.
His papers were clinical in content and often in name: "War Nephritis; A Clinical
Functional and Pathological Study". This was a report to the Medical Research
Council by W.D. and H. M. Keith in 1918 - "A Clinical Study of Primary
Carcinoma of the Bronchi", 1933; "Clinical Aspects of Hodgkins Disease", 1935,
both in this Journal. The relationship between renal disease and hypertension was
a problem which attracted him and which he discussed in 1933 in the British
Medical Journal, and again in 1937 in the Medical Press and Circular. A broader
view is taken in "Recent Advances in Medicine", written in association with Dr.
Muriel Frazer and published in the Practitioner in 1942. In 1948 he returned to
the subject of his Lumleian Lecture in 1939, Primary Carcinoma of the Lung. This
was published in the Bristol Medico-Chirurgical Journal. In 1949 both the Ulster
Medical Journal and the Quarterly Journal of Medicine published his short essay
on his hero, Sir William Osler.
The thirties of course did not see the super-specialisation which we have today.
All the physicians were general - Boyd Campbell and S. I. Turkington alone tried
to specialise in one particular facet, but one student in my year summed up our
feeling in this phrase - "The Boyder knows hearts, the Turk chests, but W.D.
knows it all."
He had a great interest in diseases of the nervous system and especially in the
protean manifestations of tertiary syphilis. I have been told that he devoted a
whole term's systematic lectures in his early days to tabes dorsalis. He seemed to
take a delight in relating some of the bizarre symptoms sometimes produced by
general paralysis of the insane, for instance, the judge whose first aberrant act
was to relieve himself in a corner of his own Court; and do not some of you
remember him telling us frequently. "Remember, the bishop was once a student".
Someone has said that the years 1935-1945 marked the zenith of the Belfast
Medical School, and, as one who qualified in 1939, I of course would agree that
there was at that time a flowering both in numbers and quality that had not
occurred before and has not been repeated. Those were the great years of W.D.
when he was the leader of a distinguished teaching team, some of whose names
I have mentioned. The only survivor of the senior medical team is Dr. Robert
Marshall. On the surgical side, Professor P. T. Crymble had such men as S. T.
Irwin, Bobbie John McConnell, Howard Stevenson, Harry Malcolm, Barney Purce,
C. J. A. Woodside, Cecil Calvert, Ian Fraser, James Loughridge, Eric McMechan
and the young Jimmy Withers as clinical associates (not to mention the other
specialities). The pre-clinical foundation was soundly laid by Walmsley, Barcroft,
Young and John Henry Biggart.
25HUMPHREY BARRON THOMSON
The year 1942 brought with it the death in battle of his only son - only child
- whom his contemporaries remember with affection. He had followed his father
to Campbell and to Queen's, where I was his contemporary and did two months
residency with him in the Royal Maternity Hospital. The same economic necessity
did not drive Humphrey as his father, and although his class-mates were convinced
of his ability, we did not think that he worked any more than the bare minimum.
Industria Murus was forgotten, but he never allowed his relationship with the
Professor to influence his chances in an examination; when he failed he knew
he deserved to, and when he was successful we all knew that the success was
equally deserved but we all suspected that had he worked a bit harder he would
have been among the leaders of the year. Neither did the relationship prevent him
receiving the rough edge of many tongues. Once in medical out-patients Humphrey
and I were sent into one of the small examination rooms to examine and diagnose
a patient. We brought back the diagnosis of tabo-paresis and were held up to
ridicule in front of the whole class for complicating a simple case of tabes and
making a double diagnosis. One of us, I forget which, then had the temerity to
ask the patient in front of the whole class if he had any difficulty in passing water.
"No," he said, "it all comes out of my finger tip."
The Thomson Room in the Medical Library was furnished to keep alive
Humphrey's memory. The plaque above the door is not easy to read but the last
line is "In Arduis Fidelis".
ALEXANDER FLEMING
This irreparable loss was borne with courage and fortitude and was perhaps
lessened by renewed friendship with "little Flem", who in 1946, was the Nobel
Prize Winner for his discovery of penicillin. About this time Fleming lectured in
Belfast and of course he and Lady Fleming stayed at 25 University Square. Theii
return to England via Laame and Stranraer was memorable because on arrival at
York Street Station, Fleming realised that his slides had been left sitting in the
hall of 25 University Square. W.D. persuaded the station-master to delay the
departure of the train while the chauffeur returned for the slides. W.D., Sir
Alexander and Lady Fleming stood in front of the engine, while Lady Thomson, or
Mrs. Thomson as she then was, retired in embarrassment to the railway carriage.
After Fleming's death in 1955, Lady Amalia Fleming gave a bronze medal,
commemorating the Nobel Prize, to Lady Thomson, who last year very kindly
presented it to me. I value the medal so much that I have had it framed in silver
and as an expression of my thanks I decided to try and do for W.D. what he had
so successfully done for Hans Sloane. I am very conscious of my inadequacy for the
task and of the many revealing details and facets I have left out. I am indebted to
the published appreciations which I have already mentioned and also to many
other personal communications for help in placing before you this story of a great
man, and to Miss Webster and staff for producing for me W.D's. articles.
However, that is all out of context and is just following the Fleming thread in
the web of W.D's. life.
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After the war came the re-organisation of the medical services with multitudes
of committees on which to serve - Hospitals Authority, Tuberculosis Authority,
Senate of the University and the Faculty of Medicine and such small voluntary
committees as the Rest Home Committee of the Northern Ireland Council of
Social Service. In 1948 he became a Deputy Lieutenant for the City of Belfast.
In 1949 he was President of the Association of Physicians of Great Britain and
Ireland and in 1950 he was knighted. He was now approaching 65 years of age
and was probably looking forward to retirement to his beloved seaside home -
Seven Tides, Donaghadee, where already he had created a delightful orchard and
garden.
Those of you who were at the Annual Dinner of this Society in 1950 will
remember the unease which swept round the tables when it was realised that
W.D. was ill and had to leave. This was changed to sorrow a few days later when
his death was announced. He was buried in Anahilt in the Presbyterian Clhurchyard.
In the adjacent church a stained glass window was later installed by his widow
in memory of him, his son and father - three generations of doctors.
His memory in the Royal Victoria Hospital is kept alive by the Thomson Medal
endowed by his medical friends. On one side is the crest of the Royal and on the
other the Thomson crest of the buck's head and "Industria Murus".
During his lifetime he never had time to sit for a portrait, but R. H. McKelvey
produced a masterpiece which now hangs in the Thomson Room and literally makes
the room a memorial to Father and Son.
Lady Thomson also gave a bookcase to the Thomson Room. It had been
purchased by W.D. for £100 and was greatly admired by him. The size of it makes
one realise the magnitude of the rooms at 25 University Square. There are very
few books in the bookcase but through the good offices of Mr. Tom Brown,
Chairman of the Hospitals Authority, it contains a photostat reproduction of the
manuscript and typescript of the late Professor Thomas Walmsley's famous lecture
"A Basketful of Bones".
I can well remember the presentation of Walmsley's lecture in the old Anatomy
Lecture Theatre, now demolished. It opened new horizons for me - medical
students in my day were and probably still are, very ignorant people, devoid of all
knowledge outside their own little field. I mention it now because it deals in an
entirely different way with the problem of a divided community, which if you
remember was the subject of W.D's. first recorded public speech, in which he said
that the establishment of a single national university for the whole island would
be the first step into the paths of peace. Walmsley's recipe for reconciliation was
SERVICE and he pleaded that we should all beware of walled-in cities of every
kind, a thought which was fully shared by W.D., especially the danger of the
walled-in city of the closed mind.
I can do no better than conclude by giving the quotation with which W.D. ended
his own essay on Osler. This was written by one of Osler's colleagues and if we
insert the name Thomson instead of Osler we have, "Thomson's main strength
lay in the singular and unique charm of his presence; in the sparkling brilliance of
his mind; in the rare beauty of his character and life and in the example that he
set to his fellows and his students. He was a quickening spirit".
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